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ABSTRACT 
 
South Africa is experiencing a challenging socio-economic climate characterized by low economic growth rates, 
high levels of poverty and unemployment, particularly prominent amongst South Africa’s youth. Entrepreneurship is 
often seen as the solution to such problems, yet this is not reflected in the levels of entrepreneurship amongst the 
youth. This paper aims to systematically review the results of various studies on youth entrepreneurial intent in 
South Africa over a ten year period. The study was qualitative in nature and made use of a systematic review 
approach. Data were analyzed by means of a thematic content analysis. Findings were grouped into three themes; 
(1) the potential of education to unlock entrepreneurial intent, (2) Factors influencing entrepreneurial intent, (3) 
lack of support influencing entrepreneurial intent. The value of the studies lies in the fact that no studies in South 
Africa have reviewed the results of various studies on youth entrepreneurial intent over a period of time and 
categorized the findings in a holistic manner.  
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INTRODUCTION / BACKROUND 
 
 
In South Africa the youth make up the majority of the population and as such their role in future economic growth 
cannot be overstated (Mahadea, Ramroop & Zewotir, 2011). The youth unemployment rate in South Africa 
averaged 51.14% between 2013 and 2016 (Trading Economics, 2017). The picture is even bleaker for school leavers 
who face an unemployment rate of 65.5% immediately after finishing school (Chutel, 2016). According to the 
World Economic Forum Global Risk report, South Africa has the third highest youth unemployment in the world for 
people between the ages of 15-24. This has led to unemployed youth being labelled the ‘lost generation’, they are 
also faced with increasing costs of higher education which creates unpayable debt as the chances of finding a job are 
low (Fin24, 2014).  
While many African countries have experienced economic growth since the recession, the South African 
economy has battled to re-absorb the one million jobs lost as a result of the economic downturn (Chutel, 2016). 
According to the National and Provincial Labour Market: Youth report (South African Revenue Service: Youth, 
2015) the youth have borne the brunt of the economic crisis created by the recession. Structural weaknesses in the 
South African labor market have created a perpetual mismatch between skills and available jobs with 36.4% of 
youth looking for a job only having a matric qualification and 55% not even having a matric. The effect of these 
challenges on society is also influenced by demographic variables, for example, 13,1% and 10.5% of black and 
coloured youth have skilled occupations, compared to 36.2% and 53.4% of Indian/Asian and white youth (South 
African Revenue Service, 2015). In view of this reality it is of no surprise that entrepreneurship is widely touted as 
the solution to the unemployment pandemic. If the youth do not find gainful employment or create their own self-
employment opportunities, then social inequality is bound to persist. However, entrepreneurial intent that does not 
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get translated into action offers no value in solving the problem of low total entrepreneurial action (TEA) and 
consequently also high levels of unemployment (Malebana & Swanepoel, 2015).  
While a number of small-scale, isolated studies have been conducted focusing on entrepreneurial intent of 
the youth, there only exists one large-scale study which incorporates entrepreneurial intent of the youth, namely the 
Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) report.  In order to more accurately gauge the entrepreneurial intent of the 
youth, particularly during turbulent economic times, this study makes use of a systematic review of South African 
studies which have attempted to describe and discover the dynamics of youth entrepreneurial intent. This study 
therefore conceptually bridges the gap by summarizing the results of relevant recent studies on entrepreneurial 
intent. The results allow for a better understanding of the dynamics influencing the translation of entrepreneurial 
intent into action.  
 
 
PROBLEM STATEMENT 
 
 
South Africa is currently facing a difficult economic reality, with declining rates of economic growth, high levels of 
joblessness and declining levels of economic participation by South Africa’s population. One specific segment of 
the South African population that is experiencing very high levels of unemployment is the youth. One solution that 
has been touted to address these socio-economic challenges is the promotion of entrepreneurship, in order to create a 
higher number of small and medium-sized enterprises. In order to be able to identify the proportion of the youth that 
are able and willing to pursue entrepreneurship as a career path, it is of importance to interrogate the dynamics 
related to entrepreneurial intent of the youth. An analysis of this entrepreneurial intent allows governmental role 
players, industry and academia to focus on supporting this particular niche.  
 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 
Entrepreneurial Intent 
 
 
Entrepreneurial intention, or the motive to engage in a new business venture, can be regarded as the precursor to this 
type of behavior (Kibler, 2013). Jorge-Moreno, Castillo and Triguero (2012) suggest that in classical empirical 
literature, an individual’s entrepreneurial intention is determined by means of two components, namely contextual 
factors, as well as personality characteristics or personal background. This view is supported by Solesvik, Westhead 
and Matlay (2014), who argue that an individual’s personal environment, resources and processes have a strong 
influence on an individual’s decision to pursue an entrepreneurial career path. Ajzen (2005) reports that 
entrepreneurial intention has three main influencing factors, namely individual attitudes, subjective norms and 
perceived behavioural control. Individual attitudes makes reference to the individual’s understanding of a particular 
concept. Secondly, subjective norms make reference to the immediate social environment of an individual; and the 
influence this environment has on entrepreneurial decision-making. Thirdly, perceived behavioral control is also 
referred to as self-efficacy, i.e. the confidence and belief the individual holds in his/her own skills influencing their 
chances to succeed (Ajzen, 2005; Kibler, 2013). Remeikiene et al. (2013) list relevant factors as self-efficacy, 
propensity for risk-taking, need for achievement, internal locus of control, personal attitudes and behavioral control. 
Knowledge of the entrepreneurial intention of a country’s citizens is important as it can predict levels of new 
business establishment, yet Arrighetti, Caricati, Landini & Monacelli (2016) argue that relatively few studies have 
attempted to describe the relationship between economic development and entrepreneurial intent, yet this is 
particularly important due to the economic crises many developing and developed economies currently face.  
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Realities Of The Entrepreneurial Eco-System In South Africa  
 
 
The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) report was first published in 1997 and has developed into one of the 
world’s most comprehensive reports aiming to improve the understanding of entrepreneurship (Herrington & Kew, 
2016). The comprehensive data derived from the GEM report is of particular importance as there exists a severe lack 
of reliable statistics on entrepreneurship and SMEs in South Africa (Timm, 2011). The lack of reliable statistics 
provides difficulties for policymakers, as “we don’t know how many small businesses there are, how many people 
they employ, or what the sector contributes to GDP…you can’t have evidence-based policy in the absence of 
evidence” (SBP, 2009, p. 3). 
South Africa’s entrepreneurial eco-system provides the framework in which SMEs and entrepreneurs 
operate. Yet the results of the GEM report show that South Africa is highly deficient in a number of areas, when 
compared to the GEM average and other efficiency-driven economies. South Africa scores poorly in terms of having 
supportive government policies and tax frameworks (3.1 out of 9), supportive government entrepreneurship 
programs (3.0 out of 9), internal market burdens (3.9 out of 9) and unsupportive cultural/social norms (3.4 out of 9). 
More positively, SMEs and entrepreneurs have access to good physical infrastructure (5.9 out of 9). Areas for 
improvement include; offering better financial support (4.0 out of 9), as well as improving access to 
entrepreneurship education at professional and vocational-level (4.2 out of 9). Overall, South Africa’s performance 
in the above-mentioned areas, which influence the entrepreneurial eco-system, has deteriorated substantially over 
the past few years (Herrington & Kew, 2016).  
 
 
Youth Entrepreneurial Activity - The Status Quo 
 
 
The youth, namely those up to 34 years of age, make up the majority of the unemployed. According to the strict 
definition of unemployment, i.e. those who are able, willing and actively seeking employment, 47.6% of youth were 
unemployed at the end of 2016 (Statistics South Africa, 2016). According to the expanded definition, approximately 
60% of South Africa’s youth are unemployed (Herrington & Kew, 2016). Unemployment levels amongst the youth 
without a school leaving certificate, such as a matric, paint a bleak picture, with 57% of the youth without a matric 
being unemployed, and 38% of those possessing a matric being unemployed (Statistics South Africa, 2016). In terms 
of entrepreneurial activity, the 2016/17 Global Entrepreneurship Monitor report shows that South Africa is ranked 
40th out of 63 economies in terms of entrepreneurial education at school stage. Steenekamp et al. (2011) explain 
that entrepreneurship needs to be fostered at secondary school level already, for meaningful change to occur. 
Prevalence and performance of entrepreneurial education at primary and secondary level is poor, with a score of 3.1 
out of 9. Entrepreneurship education at vocational, professional and tertiary-level fared slightly better, albeit at a 
much lower level than other efficiency-driven economies (4.2 out of 9) (Herrington & Kew, 2016). Table 1 outlines 
the TEA by age group, as reported in the 2015/16 South Africa GEM report. The table reveals that the TEA of the 
youth shows that while there has been an improvement between 2009 and 2013, the youth TEA dropped in 2014, 
with a marginal improvement in 2015. It is further noteworthy that the youth TEA is significantly below the Africa 
average, and even lower than the average for other efficiency-driven economies.  
 
Table 1: TEA by age group in South Africa 
 2009 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 Africa (average) 
18 - 24 years 4.7 6.8 5.0 7.8 4.8 6.3 15.0 
25 - 34 years 7.4 10.2 9.0 14.1 9.0 10.9 24.0 
Source: Adapted from Herrington & Kew (2010; 2016)  
 
 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 
This research is qualitative in nature and utilized a systematic review methodology. A systematic review was 
selected in order to effectively synthesize the results of a number of studies. The systematic review was guided by 
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the question: ‘What factors explain the challenges and opportunities that influence youth entrepreneurial intent in 
South Africa over the past 10 years?’. In order to discover and effectively frame the research topic, a number of key 
words were utilized to guide the research process. Relevant keywords for the study included the terms 
‘entrepreneurial intent’, ‘entrepreneurial intention’, ‘South Africa’ and ‘youth’.  
To discover the widest possible range of data sources, a number of prominent databases housing a large 
quantity of South African research were included as data sources. These databases included; Sabinet African 
Electronic Publication (SAePublications); Ebscohost (Academic Source Complete & Business Source Complete); 
Emerald Insight; Proquest Business Collection; Springerlink; Gale Business Insights; Sage Journals Online; 
Researchgate; Taylor & Francis; Science Direct; Credo Reference, and De Gruyter Journals Online. The database 
search commenced on the 18th of February 2017.  The initial search utilized Boolean operators. In order to suit 
individual databases, Boolean operators were adapted for each database. Also, date ranges between 2008 and 2017 
were specified for each database. A primary search string was developed which reflected the keywords for the study. 
The primary search string is as follows: (“entrepreneurial intent” OR “entrepreneurial intention”) AND (“South 
Africa”) AND (“Youth”). 
Prior to the initial search, exclusion and inclusion criteria were developed. Inclusion criteria included 
articles: being available in English or Afrikaans; available as full-text; the focus of the study being entrepreneurial 
intention; the study being conducted within the bounds of South Africa; the study being conducted between 2008 
and 2017. Studies were excluded when they were: not available as full text, i.e. only abstracts; articles not written in 
English or Afrikaans; not focused on entrepreneurial intention; conducted outside of South Africa; contain only 
secondary research; conducted prior to 2007. The detailed search process was depicted graphically after initial 
searches were completed. Data obtained from the database search were tabulated (see table 2). The findings and 
conclusions of the articles were then analyzed by means of a thematic content analysis.  
 
 
FINDINGS 
 
 
A total of 1433 articles were discovered during the systematic review process. Articles which were only available as 
abstracts, were written in a language other than English and which were conducted outside of South Africa were 
discarded (548 articles). 62% (885 articles) of the remaining articles were written in English and available as full-
text. Further in-depth analysis of these discovered articles revealed that only 3% (24 articles) were regarded as 
relevant in terms of meeting all inclusion criteria. Two of the 26 discovered and relevant articles were discarded as 
they were duplicates. 853 articles were regarded as not relevant, mainly due to studies being conducted outside of 
South Africa, not focusing on the youth, not investigating entrepreneurial intention and not conducting primary 
research. The article discovery process is depicted in Figure 1. 
 
Figure 1: Overall systematic review statistics 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Authors’ calculations  
  
A detailed overview of the preliminary results is presented in Table 2. 
 
 
 
 
Total Discovered = 1433 
Total (full text & English) = 885 Total discarded = 548 (38%) 
Total relevant = 26 Total not relevant = 853
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Table 2: Preliminary Results of Systematic Review 
  
Database Date of search
Total Discovered 
(Stage 1)
Meet inclusion criteria 
(Stage 2)
Not accepted 
(Stage 3)
Accepted 
(Stage 3)
Ebscohost 18/02/2017 184 163 159 4
Sabinet 18/02/2017 134 128 119 9
Emerald 18/02/2017 202 82 81 1
Proquest 18/02/2017 728 346 339 7
Springerlink 18/02/2017 45 45 45 0
Gale 18/02/2017 16 16 16 0
Sage 18/02/2017 103 88 86 2
Researchgate 21/02/2017 4 4 3 1
Taylor & Francis 21/02/2017 9 7 6 1
Science Direct 22/02/2017 8 6 5 1
Credo Reference 21/02/2017 0 0 0 0
De Gruyter 21/02/2017 0 0 0 0
Sub-total 1433 885 859 26
Duplicates 2
Total 24  
Source: Authors’ calculations 
 
The research findings, conclusions, implications and recommendations of the articles were analyzed in order to gain 
insight into the reasons for the levels of entrepreneurial intent. Three major themes were discovered, each containing 
explanations for the prevailing level of entrepreneurial intent. An overview of the themes is presented in figure two. 
 
Figure 2: Themes explaining the prevailing level of entrepreneurial intent 
 
Source: Authors’ findings 
 
Each theme is mapped to the major issues, implications and recommendations with the size of the bubbles denoting 
how frequently the components were mentioned in the discovered articles. The findings for each theme are 
discussed in more detail below. 
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Theme 1: The potential of education to unlock entrepreneurial intent  
The articles all advocated the role entrepreneurship education plays in increasing intent and conceptually many 
articles drew the link between entrepreneurship education and the potential efficacy future entrepreneurs would have 
if the necessary skills were developed. The phrase entrepreneurial education was found to be a catch-all phrase. 
Firstly, the articles referred to the development of skills that students would need to become entrepreneurs. Content 
related competencies and skills that were identified as needing to be developed include; marketing, management, 
time management, leadership, communication and financial literacy. Personal skills that were identified include; 
building self-confidence, responsibility, independence, risk-taking, developing an entrepreneurial mind-set, 
creativity, innovation, entrepreneurial self-efficacy and developing academic resilience. The first major sub-theme 
can be labelled “entrepreneurial interventions”, the articles analyzed presented different perspectives, ranging from 
business simulations to product design competitions. The authors proposed that interventions should be embedded in 
education from early on, be embedded in a variety of subjects, must be value adding and ideally experiential. The 
interventions sub-theme also includes the findings for studies that encouraged a re-examination of the curricula 
necessary to cultivate creativity and innovation amongst students. In this vein several authors advocated curriculum 
redesign in order to incorporate the necessary entrepreneurial approaches. Another important suggestion made in 
five articles is that students need to be informed that they can develop the necessary attributes, youth that indicated 
they did not believe they had the necessary attributes already also had lower entrepreneurial intent. Four articles 
stated the need to present entrepreneurship as an attractive career option, in this regard educators have an important 
role to play in providing a realistic and balanced view of the challenges and opportunities entrepreneurs would likely 
face. Presenting entrepreneurship as an attractive career option is closely linked to the role models that the youth 
have. Three articles pointed out the value of a role model in encouraging the youth to attempt entrepreneurship and 
suggested that educators use local examples and potentially arrange talks by entrepreneurs or set up mentoring 
opportunities. One article advocated for a database of retired entrepreneurs to be compiled, so that experienced 
entrepreneurs with more time on their hands could provide mentorship and coaching to potential entrepreneurs. 
 
Theme 2: Factors influencing entrepreneurial intent 
The analysis of the discovered articles reveals that different authors found a number of elements influencing 
entrepreneurial intent. Perceptions of entrepreneurship, from the individual youth’s point of view, held a strong 
influence on entrepreneurial intent. Perception refers to the opinion, regard and understanding the youth have of 
entrepreneurship. A positive perception of entrepreneurship indicated a stronger entrepreneurial intent. Similarly, 
role models, whether these have an entrepreneurial connection or not, have a strong influence on the individual 
perception of entrepreneurship and therefore also influenced entrepreneurial intent. The lack of role models was 
shown to very strongly negatively influence entrepreneurial intent. Contextual factors were also shown to influence 
entrepreneurial intent. Discovered contextual factors included items such as supportive economic conditions, as well 
as the type of economy. A developing economy context was shown to have a positive influence on entrepreneurial 
intent. Personal factors also acted as strong influences of entrepreneurial intent. Two studies indicated that males 
exhibit higher entrepreneurial intent than their female counterparts. Also, in the South African context race played 
an important component in determining entrepreneurial intent, with studies indicating that Black Africans exhibiting 
higher entrepreneurial intent than other race groups. Having a family background in entrepreneurship also positively 
impacted entrepreneurial intent of the youth. In terms of motivational factors, youth who possessed a strong need for 
achievement, as well as a need for personal freedom, displayed higher levels of entrepreneurial intent. Lastly, youth 
who had exposure and access to entrepreneurial training initiatives displayed higher levels of entrepreneurial intent.   
 
Theme 3: Lack of support influencing entrepreneurial intent 
The biggest reason cited by respondents in the articles for not starting a business is a lack of financial resources. One 
article found that respondents that had started a new venture were far less likely to identify a lack of finance as an 
obstacle to becoming an entrepreneur. One article focused on the institutional barriers that youth entrepreneurs face 
and identified a lack of legal resources, complex regulations for starting a business, weak property rights, heavy 
business regulation and the high cost of regulatory compliance as hurdles. Two articles specifically mentioned that 
legislation in South Africa needs to be more ‘entrepreneurially friendly’ in order not to negatively affect the 
intention of youth to become entrepreneurs.  Several articles identified the importance of relevant networks in 
encouraging entrepreneurship. One article emphasized the importance of social networks, with another article 
drawing specific attention to the role of family support. Predominantly, support from ‘relevant networks’ were 
identified as access to development corporations, partnerships between higher education and government institutions 
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and government agencies that support and facilitate entrepreneurship. A lack of trust of government initiatives was 
identified as a hurdle in two articles. Four articles pointed out that there was a lack of awareness of what support 
was available to potential entrepreneurs as well as how they could access support. Two articles identified a sense of 
entitlement and a culture of dependency in South Africa as a hurdle, explaining why more youth are not considering 
a career in entrepreneurship. One article advocated that the government should play a role in changing this mindset 
by informing the youth that the payment of social grants is not sustainable and should not be relied on indefinitely. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
 
The purpose of this study was to systematically review studies which focused on entrepreneurial intent of the South 
African youth, viewed in context of South Africa’s socio-economic situation. The study found that limited research 
has been conducted into entrepreneurial intent of the South African youth. This finding is concerning when viewed 
relative to the difficult status quo the South African youth find themselves in. The themes identified from the 
research studies revealed sentiments that echo the findings of the GEM report. The GEM report identifies access to 
entrepreneurship education as an area for improvement and the corresponding emphasis that the articles studied 
place on the role of education is well matched to the potential that education has to unlock entrepreneurial talent. 
The contextual factors that influence entrepreneurial intent are well documented. While certain demographic factors 
are fixed other factors, such as exposure to entrepreneurship, can be positively influenced by appropriate 
interventions. A lack of support ranging from family support all the way to access to financial resources further 
explains some of the important factors inhibiting the conversion of intention into action. 
 
 
IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATION 
 
 
The results of the study benefit a variety of stakeholders, such as policy-makers and universities. Policy-makers will 
have a better understanding of the range of studies conducted over the past ten years, thus allowing for more tailored 
and effective policy interventions. The results further aim to focus the efforts of stakeholders on promoting 
entrepreneurship amongst the youth, in order to address the difficult socio-economic realities South Africa faces. In 
this vein, the following recommendations can be made: 
 
Theme 1: Recommendations for the education sector  
Educators have to nurture an entrepreneurial mindset and develop entrepreneurial skills. Further, in many of the 
studies, entrepreneurship was not perceived as a viable and attractive option. Educators have a role to play in 
presenting entrepreneurial role models and communicating to students that it is a rewarding career option. Lastly, 
students need to be exposed to entrepreneurial interventions, learning experiences that prime them for creative 
responses. These interventions should be focused in nature and exposure to entrepreneurship should be embedded in 
several courses throughout secondary and higher education. 
Theme 2: Recommendations for civil society 
Firstly, the lack of role models presents a strong obstacle to future entrepreneurial action. A database of experienced 
entrepreneurs can to be compiled, thus making experienced entrepreneurs available to provide mentorship and 
coaching to potential entrepreneurs. Secondly, family background in entrepreneurship and previous self-employment 
exposure influence potential future entrepreneurial action. Students, and the youth in general, should be encouraged 
and incentivized to start “trial ventures” to gain experience, fail and learn in order to motivate them to start more 
significant business ventures at a later point. 
Theme 3: Recommendations for the public and private sector  
The level of awareness around government initiatives and support networks is low. Targeted public relations 
campaigns need to clearly communicate available support mechanisms. Lastly, lack of access to financial resources 
remains the biggest hurdle to entrepreneurial start-ups, however entrepreneurial intent impacts the perception of the 
hurdle. Whilst a lack of access to finance needs to be addressed, it is recommended that the entrepreneurial 
orientation of potential entrepreneurs is developed so that innovative responses to lack of resources can prevail. 
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